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THE SCRIVENER: MODERN LEGAL WRITING

The House That Jack Built
With Effective Transitions
by K.K. DuVivier
© 2007 KK DuVivier

house. Our sentences are like the boards that form the
onstructing
paragraph
is somewhat
like constructing
frame
of oura ideas.
However,
those boards
may end upa
looking more like a pile of lumber than an actual building if we
do not connect them in a logical way.

Generic Transitions
Perhaps the most common way to join two wooden boards is
with a foreign object-a metallic nail. In writing, the nails between two ideas are "generic transitions"-words or phrases
we add solely for the purpose of signaling a transition from one
sentence to the next.'
We should use generic transitions between sentences whenever our writing reflects a shift in our thoughts. For example,
we can throw in a transition such as "also" to indicate a new,
but similar, point; we can insert a transition such as "however"
to indicate a contrary point. By including this one word in the
sentence, we can help our readers smoothly transition from the
ideas in the first sentence to the ideas in the second.
Be careful when adding a generic transition, however. Just
as driving in a nail at the wrong angle may leave gaps between
two boards, we also must be careful not to make our sentence
construction wobbly by choosing the wrong transition word. Instead of helping readers follow the flow of the analysis, an inappropriate transition can create confusion and lead readers
astray.We do not want to start a sentence with "similarly" if our
objective is to distinguish that sentence from the ideas in the
previous sentence. Below is a sampling of some common generic transitions:
* To add a new point: and, also,next, further
" To indicate a difference: however,but, in contrast,alternatively
* To indicate a similarity: also, like, as, similarly
* To illustrate or explain an idea: for example, for instance,
specifically
2
" To conclude: therefore,thus, in conclusion.

DO YOU HAVE QUESTIONS
ABOUT LEGAL WRITING?
KK DuVivier will be happy to address them through the
Scrivener column. Send your questions to: kkduvivier@
law.du.edu or call her at (303) 871-6281.

Substantive Transitions
Just as skilled carpenters may join two planks of wood with
objects other than hammered nails, writers have alternative
methods of transitioning from one sentence to the next. Sometimes, carpenters piece together wood by interlocking portions
of each piece to create dovetail or tongue-in-groove joints. Writers similarly can transition from one sentence to the next us3
ing "substantive transitions."
The substantive overlap can come from repeating words or
phrases from the first sentence in the one that follows. Pronouns also are useful for linking back to an antecedent in the
first sentence.
> Sample: In Esser, four people agreed to share costs and
build a road. After it [the road] was built, each person used
4
the roadunder a claim of right.
In other constructions, a summarizing phrase can dovetail
with the previous sentence, making it unnecessary to repeat
the exact words from the previous sentence.
Sample: Search and seizures are governed by the Fourth
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and Article I, § 7, of
the Washington Constitution. Both ofthese provisionshave
been interpreted as requiring that search warrants be
5
valid and that searches and seizures be reasonable.

Impact of Choosing One Type of
Transition Over Another
Although substantive and generic transitions frequently are
interchangeable, they can lead readers to different interpretations of the same sentence. Compare the following examples of
two sentences joined by different transition words.
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> Sample 1 (generic transition): Han's doctor, Chris
Pierce, advised her that the surgery had a 95 percent success rate. Consequently, Han decided to undergo the procedure.
> Sample 2 (substantive transition): Han's doctor, Chris
Pierce, advised her that the surgery had a 95 percent success rate. Relying on Dr Pierce'sadvice, Han decided to un-

January

Conclusion
We must approach our writing with as much skill as carpenters use to construct a house. Gathering the lumber is just the
first in a series of important steps. To construct a sound structure, we must pay close attention not only to the ideas but also
to how they are joined.

6

dergo the procedure.
Notice how the choice of transition varies the impact of the
sentences. In Sample 1, the generic transition word "consequently" is somewhat neutral and does not infer a strong connection between the doctor's advice in the first sentence and
Han's decision in the second. In contrast, the substantive transition words in Sample 2 seem to reinforce an argument for
possible liability on the part of the doctor. First, by using the
word "rely," Sample 2 suggests that Han's decision was based
on her doctor's professional opinion. Second, by repeating
Pierce's name, Sample 2 emphasizes that Pierce was the particular doctor who played a role in influencing Han's decision
to undergo the surgery.7
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NOTES
1. Enquist and Oates, Just Writing, 2nd Ed. (New York, NY. Aspen
Publishers, 2005) at 55.
2. All categories and some examples verbatim from Slocum, Legal
Reasoning,Writing,and PersuasiveArgument, 2nd Ed. (Newark, NJ:
LexisNexis, 2006) at 237-38.
3. Enquist, supra note 1 at 63.
4. Sample almost verbatim from Enquist, supra note 1 at 64.
5. Sample almost verbatim from Enquist, supranote 1 at 65.
6. Samples modeled from Enquist, supra note 1 at 69.
7.Id.E

stittl

Denver Bar Association Young Lawyers Division
Winuterj~sfft)a is January 27, 10:30 A.M. - 1:00 P.M., at the
Denver Department of Human Services, 1200 Federal Blvd.
This event provides gifts to Denver-area foster children, giving

them an opportunity to celebrate the holidays.
Interested in donating?
Please collect toys at your firm or office for delivery to the DBA
offices, 1900 Grant St., 9th Fl. Anyone interested in helping,
planning, or participating in this event should contact Libby

DeBlasio at (303) 918-4035 or libbydeblasio@yahoo.com. You
also make atoy, stuffed animal, sporting good, or book
donation inthe lobby of the DBA offices, 1900 Grant St., 9th Fl.
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Colorado Hispanic Bar Association's Annual Banquet
Saturday, January 20, 2007, 5:30 P.M. - Westin Tabor Center Hotel, 1672 Lawrence St., Denver
The Colorado Hispanic Bar Association is celebrating its thirtieth anniversary, and members of Colorado's Hispanic
legal community will be recognized at the event. Tickets are $70. RSVP to Awilda Marquez at (303) 628-3367 or
marqueza@hallevans.com.
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Calfing Aff Authors.,
The Colorado Lawyer seeks attorney-authors to write substantive legal articles to help educate
their peers. Contact a Coordinating Editor listed about writing an article in your area of interest.
Visit www.cobar.org. Click on "The ColoradoLawyer," then "How to write for The Colorado
Lawyer " Contact Legal Editor Tracy Rackauskas with questions: tracyrC@cobar.org, (303) 824-5326.
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BoulderIDC Presents

One-Day Conference withJoan B. Kelly, Ph.D.,
Clinical Psychologist, Researcher, Teacher, Consultant

Topics Include:
> Types of Domestic Violence: Research Updates and Divorce Implications
> Living Arrangements Following Separation and Divorce
Ethical Boundaries of Zealous Advocacy in Parenting Disputes

Friday, January 26, 2007, 8:45 A.M. -4:30 P.M.

Arvada Center for the Performing Arts & Humanities, 6901 Wadsworth Ave., Arvada
CLE Credits: 7 general and 2 ethics expected
For registration information, please contact Mary Beth Kern at marybetlkern@aol.com or (303) 938-1646;
or visit http://vww.houlderidc.org.
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